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Abstract 



In an attempt, to demonstrate that ahusinpc parents differ from non- 
abusing Darents in personality variables, thd Michigan Screening Profile 
of Parenting was administered to six grouts of mothers: (l) ad,1udicated 
abusers, (2) spouses of ad,1udicated abusers, (3) mothers 'cc^victed of child 
neglect, (1*) riqn-abusing mothers from a college student population, (5) non- 
abusing mothers from a middle socioeconomic level|^,and (^5) non-abuging mothers 
from a lover socioeconomic level. Major differences occurred when comT)arison 
was made one or more of the first three grouT)s with one ^ of the latter, 
three grouDs. The' groups differed significantly on six factor-analVzed 
cluster categories: (l) relationship to one's own parents, {P.) tendency to. 
. becoming uDset and ankrv, (3) tendency toward isolation and loneliness, 
^ {h^ expectations of oner's own children, (5) inability to separate parental 

and child feelings, and (6) fear of external threat and« control. In all/of 

/ ' 

the cases, the first three f^roups scored at levels of higher risk than Aid / 

• • ' ' / ' 

the latter three groups, while the abusers scored at the highest-risk /.eve ;ts 

throughout, • It is suggested that a theraT)ist who helps a parent dev^lot) ,the 

/ability to maintain equanimity under stress, ty helping reduce deviations 

from the norm in characteristics related to abuse potential,' is ultimately 

helping reduce -actual abusive behavior; 
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''Parental Personal! tv Factors in Child Abuae / \ ^/ 

/ 

With the ^rowinrr enrohasis in the literature on the fact that the onuses 
o,f child abuse are multii^le and interactive, nanv thera^nists who deal with 
parental -nersonalitv ang attitudinal variables are nade to -Teel aCs if thev 
are enfrarrinG; in a futile effort (D'A/rostirto, 10?^; Smith, 107^51. ^ Although 
manv new and excitinpc identification and .treatnent T^rop^rairi^ for child abuse 
abound throup^hout the countr*'' (^fational Center on Child^Abuse and Ue^^lect, 
1975, 197^), verv little encourareraent has been Fiven to the^ therapist who^ 
does not have^easy access to the new. interdisciDlii;jary treatment rjrop^rams 
and who, in manv instJances, remains the sole the.i^-neuljic a<?ent for a r>artic- 
ular set of families -(Steele, 1075), ?he T)ro]iaem Is vi^d'as suf^cientlv 
complex that an individual thpranist who de^ls,solelv with parental. attitudes 
is ofteq discoura^^ed. ' It is the T)urDOse/Of \his study to^ demonstrate that 
nar.ental nersonalitv an(J attitude are irmort ant fact orjs in the etiolotryr of 
child abuse • Such a demonstration c;in p^ive hone to the therandst that his : 
efforts An dealin^^ with the narental nersonalitv are aimed* In flf profitable 
direction and th^?t he or she can be e-^^ectrive in reducinp* potential ^or 
abuse. " . • ^ ! , . 

Tt i^ not our intent to surrrt^st that factors of narental bab}cp::cound or 
inadenuac^/ are sole determinants child abu^e. nie ^act 1^ t^at .the causes 
Qf child abuse are multiple arid interictive ; there is no* sinr^le fn^e O"^ 
child abuser nor a sinp-le causative factor as suf-f^Jqient explanation of' ' 
abuse (Sninetta and ^i^rler, 1^72). Tlmnh^s on narental nersone^itv is in 



meant to detract /from those other factors/ Path^r. it su^r^ested 

1 ^ \ ^ ' -A ... 



no way 

that helninp; the T^arent to develop the.abilitv'tb maintain enuanlmit^'' unde>- 




stress directly related to situational variables, and can be of centi'ai 
value in tfte 'rehabilitative or^i^eventive pi^ocess. 

It is in the broader context of situational variables Jihat we ask the 
question: why is it that the ma,1ority of parents do not abuse their children? 
Althouf^h in the socially and ^conoirdcally deprived segments of .the population 
there is p^enerally a higher degree of the kinds of . stress factoids found 
abuging families, the great ma^toritv of deprived families do not abuse their 
children. Why is it that most deprived families do not engaf^e in child abuse, 
though subject to the same economic and social stresses as those families 
who d^ abuse their children? Is there an actual differerjce between the types 
Of stresses encountered by abusing parents and non-abusing parents ^vi thin the 
same socioeconomic level .(Gil, 1970, 1976),'or is the difference rather 
in the parents * 'manner of ^approajphing the stress situation (Kent, 1976; 
Smith, 1975; Spinetta and Rigler,. 1972; Young, 1976)? We hold the latter 
position^ When one takes into account .the fact that some well-to-do as well 
as middle class families etlso engage in child abuse^^ then one must look for 
the causes, of child abuse beyond mere socioeconomic stress. The problem 
of etiolo^ remains insoluble at the demographic level alone. 

The present study is an attempt to demonstrate that ho^irever one might 
explain the particular circumstances that helped shape the parents' person- . 
ality, abusing parents differ from non-abusing parents in attitudirial and 
personality variables. • , ^ 

" Method , • 

Instrument 

In I97^^t Schneider, Heifer, and Pollack disclosed efforts underway 
to desifpi and validate a nuestionnaire with the ^ goal of uncovering parents 
who ^ave a potential to abuse their small children. They based tjieir • ' ^ 
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Questions on their clinical experience, which su/7r:ested that parents who 
abuse their small children reported more severe Phvsica^ punishment in 
their ovn childhood, more anxietv about dealinp: with thdir children's » 
problems, more .concern aljout bein^r alone and isolated, more concern with 
criticism, and higher expectation*^ for performance in their children than 
did non-abusers. After several vears of analvsis and val? dation ,/fchev 
PublifThed, first, a T^^-itom and then a*50-item instrument, oriprinallv en- 
titled Fiurvey. on 3ri,nrrinr 'Jn Children (Schneider, Hof^TOister, and Helper, 
1976). The instrument ha-s since been renaned the MjchiiVan Screeninp: 
Profile on "-^arentinr; (Heifer; Schneider, and Ho^^fmeister , -IQTT) / 

Although the nuestionnqiire has not vet been sufficiently validated to'' 
be of -use as a le^rallv valid criterion in decisions re '^ardin^r" child place- 
ment or parental readiness to resume parantiYiPr functions, it has been shOT/n 
to be capable o^ 'differentiatin;? attitudes both re^ardinr child ^rearinp; and 
repcardin^. self-awareness and self-control functions in t>^e parents. 
^ ''71th the permission of Heifer, the^^resent experimenter administered 
the ouestionnaire to sfteveral /rroups o:^ parents, as .discussed below, to see: 

(IJ whether ahuse--ootenti al cluster-caterrories similar 'to those ^ound h'"' 

\ ' ' ' 

-Heifer and as^oci^ates could be validated in a locnl sample, and (?) whether 

scores based on the locallv factor-anal:'^zed cater^ories K:ould sort out abus- 

ixiff from non-abusing parents. 

Subjects 

'An is/t-'mical of n'arents who cor-e ,to the'attention of nuhlic ap'enoies 
(■lationai Center on Child J\bus'e- and Me^lec, l"??), the^narentf; referred to 
theC parti cipatinr afi:en-cies were from the low^r socioeconomic levels, .^r 
usfe 'o^ such parents, in the present studv is .nt^t ' m.eanf to sUP:/yest that abuse 
takes T)lace only at the lorrer socioeeorfomic levels, It^ does not {^Pin^tta 



and ^ifcler, 1972 )• Hinilarlv, .althoufirh more women than men have been found 
\ * . - ♦ , * . ^ 

f to abuse their children (Oelles, 1073; Oil, 1070; Smith, ,1075) , child abU5?e' 

'A 

is not an act sol^y of the mother. However, the nuestionnaire Tjra's ad/ifnis'ter- 
ed only to women, to*insure non-confoundinc; by differences in child-rearing 
attitudes between men an-d wonen. 

Subjects were chosenin the following manner. The T)artic5r>atinr: ap:enc1es 
a^treed to administer the questionnaire to all of the. mothers currentlv under 
their Jurisdiction as active cases. The questionnaire was administered to: 
I (1) adjudicated abusers, (2) snouses.of adjudicatefl abusers, and (3) narents 

x:onvicte*d of child nepclect. <The narents in these cate^ri^t were chosen^ - ' 

with the followint: criteria: (a) the child was undek^fjve vears of ap:e , and 
(b) court a^udication had been 5inal1zed,^o that narents would not fe'el ' 
that answers would affect the Placement of thier child or decisions re/^^ard- 
in^ their o>m disposition. In this manner, workers were able to insure that 
responses -to the questionnaire were pci'ven as honestly as noFfsible. 

For Dumoses of conroafi^on and contrast, the questionnaire .was also 
administered to ffrouns of parents who were non-abure»s, with children under 
five years of age! The followinp; ^rouns were tested: .(M non-abusing . > \ 
mothers f rom^ a colle^^e-student T)onulation , whose .children were in a dav-care 
center because one or both mrents were in -school, (5) non-abusing mothers 
from middle socioeconomic level, \fhose .chilolren were in a nre-school, not 
because of necessity, but throuf^h exoress narental ^rlsh,- and (6) non-abusinfr 
mothers from a lower socioeconomic level, with children in a nre-school be- 
caupe the mother. was .workinrr. 'Groiro 6 was chosen to match as clooel,v as.oos- 
sible the educational , occunational^ and socioeconomic statp o-^ ^^rbui^s 1, 2, 
and 3. Gro\xu k was chosen because it was similistr to nirouTis 1,- 2, and 3 in 
• financial siatus» but not in terms of education or notenti4 -occunation. 'Qrovm 5% 



different in terms' of education, occut>ation an'd financial status, and the , 
most representative of the population as a whole, was chosen to test -oossible 
class difference ifi'>est)onding. ^, 

The sanroles consl^sted of the i^ollowing numbers: (l) ad,1udicated abusers 
J; (2)>st)ouses of abusers, 9; ('3) -Darents convicted of neglect, 13; (^) ndh- 
abusing mothers from a college poT)ulation , 15-; (5) non-abusing mothers from 
a middle socioeconomic level, 15; and (6) non-abusing mothers from a*^ lower 
socioeconomic level, Ul, ^ ^ ' • * . 

The. purpose of the study was explaine^l in detail to the resTDective- 
supervisors, the agen.c:y of f ici.als , in groups 1-3,.' and the day-care adminir- 
"strators and teachers in groups Because of the sensitive nature of 

the accusation of child abuse and neglect, and to prevent socially-desirable 
responses, parents were not told specifically that the survey* s ultimate 
•purpose was to differentiate a,buse-potentfal. Rather, -parents were'^^asked if 
they 'wished to take part in a ^nrey on attitudes^in bringing ut) children, 
conducted by the University to learn how -oarerfbs viewed child-rearing. In 
accord with HEW guidelines, parelits were -oromised that the results would 
remain euionymous, and theit any T)arent'"^;^3^|p wished would be given the overall 
results upon completion of the study. 

All of the parents approached in grout) k and 5, without exception, 
^filled out the survey as requested. Of tiTe parents ar>T)roached in grout) 6, 
all but three {93%) filled out the survey. The Darents- in groups 1-3 were 
. approached Jt>y assigned workers who had built up a ra-oport , * and were told 
that, this survey would not only aid the University by "^e overall results, 
but might be of therapeutic aid to the •specific worker in e^t<^ case.. Each 
worker was asked to screen out those t)^rents*who would be unduly threatened 
by the questionnaire, those who might be tempted to answer with socially 



desirable responses v and tj|pse swhose cases «were still pending foK^ourt com- 
»pletion. The Vojkers did not -f^ceive any refusals from the selected cases • 
The final small samrole obtained thus retire sent« re^onses frpn parents who 
were^,motivate'd to fill out the ouestionnaire,s as honestly as 'possible. ^ 
Coimaents froip each worker on each case attested to the honest efforts of the 

parehts who made uD^the final samples in ^rouT>s 1-3. It is our distinct 

' i' " ^ 

belief that the final sample retirements the cases most amenable to treatment. 
There is no reason to susi^ect that our sample reT>resents the mo«?t severe of 
the abusers. .On the conirar"", wo/kers* case. recordr> nhov that cur -^rnal' 
-a-i^le is on the. conservative side^ of .the abuse-potential continuum in the 
afrencies*^ overall abuser DODulation. '^us, anv. differences that appear be- 
tween our abuser and our <hon-abuser groups would appear at least equally as 



strong in the general abuser population of the agencies in a^uestion. With 
the questionnaire aimed toward being -of eventual use .as an aid to the.thera- 
pi^t^^ sorting out areas of weakness, honest cooperation of the Parents was 
deemed essential. In addition, honest pooperalion in each of our six* ktudv 
groups minimizes confounding that would appear if the groups differed in 
willingness to participate. 

Results V 
. * * , A verimax rotated factor analvsis of the responses to the questionnaires 
was con<iucted by the exnerimenter. ^e six cluster?; of variables closely 
resemble the high-abuse-potential categories of Heifer and Associates, The 
sixjr^^^sSifi^t clusters of the present analysis are: fl) relationship to one's 
own parents (^^ARJiSJTS) , (2) tendency to becoming upset and angrv (^CpTTTPOj;,) ^ 
(3) tendency toward isolation and loneliness' {=AFFTL^6JI0N), {h) expectations 
of one's . own children {^EXPECTATIONS) , (5) ^ inability to set^arate parental and 
child feelings {=SY?iBia^IS) , and (6) fear or external threat and control 



(^THREAT), 

Wl^th these six factor- analyzed cluster-categories as a basis, a^ix- 
column scoring form was devised, with direction of scorinf^ set so that the* - 
higher score on each_ cluster represents abuse ijotential^y Total raw scores^ 
for each subject were determined for .each of the' six cluster-categories • 

A 1X6 analysis of variance 'was performed for the six ^^rouDS for each 
of the six abuse-potential, categories. Table 1^' gives the means and standard 
deviations for scores in each of the abuse-potential categories, for each 
subject grout). Table 2 gives the res.ults of the analysia of variance foh 
each of the six' categories.'* 

(Insert Table and 2^ about herer) 

Scores on each of the six aWse-potenti.al categories showed that signi- 
ficant' differences existed ar>ong the six groups. The resultant F on the 
first abuse-potential category, relationship to one's own parents, was i*.55, 
significant at the .001 l^vel. The resultant F of 6.70 on the second abuse- 
potential category, tendency to becoming upset and an^r^^^s significant at 
the .001 level. The resultant F on the third category, tendency toward isola- 
,tion and lonliness, was 7.53, significant at the .001 level. The resultant ^F 
on the fourth category, expectations of one'^^ own phildren, was i*.20, signi- 
ficant at the .001 level. The resultant F on the fifth category, inabilitv 
to s^Parqite parental and child feelings, was 3.79, significant at the .01 
level. The resultant F of 13.92 on the sixth abuse-p6teijtial category, fear . 
of external threat and control, was significant at the .001 level. 

A .-posteriori tests using th^ Scheffe^' method were conducted for ea^h of 
the abuse-potential ^clusters. Significant differences were found a$ follows. 
Group 1 (abusers) significantly differed from group 5 (middle-class non- 
fitbusers) in' abuse-potential clusters 1, 2, 3, i*, and 6. Group 1 signif ic.antly 
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differed from groups k and 6 in ^buse-pqtential clusters 2, 3, and 6. 

* Group 2 (spouses of abusers) ^signi^ficantlv differed,' from grouti 5 in 
abuse-potential, clusters 2, 3, and 6. , * ^ 

» i 

•Group 3. (neglecters) significantly' differed from grouT).5 in'abuse- 
poteritiaO.^ clusters 1, 2, 5, and 6., Grouro 3 significantly differed from 
groups k and 6 in abuse-Dotential clusters 2, 5, and 6. 

The Scfhef fe a posteriori test slewed that the ma.lor differences in each 
of the six abuse-Potential categories occurred when comparison, was made of. 
one or mgre of the first three groups (abusers, abusers' -s-DOuses, and ne-, 
glecters),_with one of the latter three groups (non-abusers ). The greatest 
differences occurred when each of the first three grouos was compared to 
the fifth group (middle-class '^non-abusers). In each of the e^buse-potential 
categories, group 5 scored at the lowest level. Gfoup k (college-stud^ent 
non-abusel's ) and group 6 (lover-soci6econoraic-*level non-abusers) were the 
next lowest in abuse-potential, scoring almost identically throughout. Al- 
though the fifth group scored lowest on all of the categories^ the other two 
non-abuser groups scored at a level not significantly higher. In contrast, 
the abusers scored^ at the highest-risk level in all but one of the^ abuse- 
potential categories. 

* Discussiqn * . , 

• ' ♦ 

The Michigan Screening Profile on Parenting was able to differentiate 
between abusing and non-abusing jnothers on personality and attitudinal^^^^ 

variables. The empirically derived set of abuse-potential categories" proved 

• • ^ ' ' . ^^^^ 

useful in significantly differentiating abusing from hon-abii^fng notheps 

ft 

vithin t]\Q :(fvr\n r>ociof?oono'ii.c lovel in t^ree arear>: the tendency to hecom- 
ing upset and angry, feelings of isolation and loneliness, &nd the fear of. 
external threat and control. The abusing mothers differed significantlv- 
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from non-abusinfi^ mothers in a middle socioeqonomic l^vel in the sane cate- 
gories, and additionally in iAieir relationship to their own barehts, both 
past and present, in havinfr his/her than noipfnal expegtations for their yoxxnp, 
children's performance^ and in failing to; aetjarate "their own.' feelings . from 
those of their children. - Although hot at a sifqiificant level, abufjin?^ 
mothers differed from non-abusinj;^ -mothers in the same socioeconomic level in^ 
tlie latter categories as well. ?Ieglectirtpr uarents^ and spouses of abusers, 
were also shown to ^be^^wea^ in the six a,buse-r)oten^ial catef^ories. 

Personality, and attitudinal factors do nake a differen6e. Abusins^ 
mbthers differ from non-abusing mothers in areas of -attitude and personal- 
ity that havetbeen climlcallv relate^Ho potential fon. abuse (Colman^ 1^5; 
Corey, Miller, and Widlack,/i975; Kent, 1^7^; Paulson, et al., 19Vi\ Smith, 
1975; St>inetta and f>i7^1er, 1972; Steele, 1975; Tracy and Clark, 197^; ' / 
Walters,^ 197 5^.^^'^he f act *that nefclectinf^ mothers and spouses of abusers 
also ^cor^d high on the abuse-.T>oter)tiul categories -denonstl^ates the Dower 
^of the test in p^^H^g to weaknesses in parental -oersonalitv and attfj^u^les 

^that can affect the very' parenting role itself, ^ep-ardles's of whether the 

: " ' : - 

result is actual physical, abuse neglefct of the ch^-ld, or t)assively allowing 

" ' fi ' ^ * . » / 1^ 

one's spouse to abuse the child.-' Intervention .^Mfdirection Is called for in 

. . ! ■ ■ ■ . . . ^ 

each case, ^ - ' . • . • ' ^ 

As stated above, there is-^o suggestion made that factors of mrental . 

inadequacy and personality weakness are sole ^determinants of child abuse. 

Certainly, those involved in the care of the abusing parent must continue tq 

relieve the, family as much as possible of overvrhelming situational stresses. 

However, personalitv does pla,Y a role. The therapi^who- helps *the pwenji 

develop the ability to maintain enuanimity uJider stress can be of immense 

aid^ in the rehabilitative or preventive effort. 
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'One must caption that the' questionnaire cannot be used as a le/^ally 

«v * 
valid criterion sorting -out abusing from non-abusing parents, since false 

positives have been shown on occasion (Schneider, Hofftaetster and Heifer, 

1976) and since false negatives can appear with those parents who refuse 

to arfswer the questions honestly. It is possible to fake^^^answers by giving 

/'socially desirable responses. HoweVer, for those parentis- in a theraDeutic 

situation who" respond to the questionnaire with an.'honest desire to be 

helped, the responses can helti point to weetknesses in 'areas that have 'been . ■ y 

clinically shown to relate to potential for abuse. A therapist who directs ^ 

his interventive and Ijreventive ^affoi^s toward t;hQ amelioration of parental 

attitudes, both attitudes toward the self and toward the child, is not, as 

Alby (1975> suggests, misdirecting his energies, but is rather helping re- ' ^ 

duce deviations from the norm in characteristics related to abuse" i^otential , 

and,, hopefully, is ultimately helping reduce actual abusive behavior. ' ' ' 
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GROUPS 



/ . Table 1 
Means and Standard Deviations 



- 1 

(Abus4rs ) 



(Spouses ) 



3 



(Net^lect) 



(Colle^^) 



(Middle) 



6 

(Lower) 



CLUSTERS 



(PARENTS) 
nt=U5.9 

2, 

(CONTROL) 
• m=l8.U 

(affiliat/on) 

111=23.6/ •- 



/' 



in=57.U 
sr)=lli.7 



SD= 9.5 



n^31.9 
SD= 8.2 



Tn=Ua.7 
SD= 9.k 



in=22.2 
SD= 7.6 



#=26.9 
^D= 5.3 



ni=53.3 
SD=10. 3 



ra=22.8 
SD= 7.3 



in=25.0 
SD= k.O 



. rtpkk.9 
SD=ll'.6 



111=17.7 
SD= k.O 



ni=22.5- 
SD= U.2 



111=37.7 
SD=10.2 



■in=lU.l 
SD=.3.8 



in=i9.9 
SD= 3.8 



ra=UU.3 
{?^0.3 



in»l6.7 
SD= U.7 



np'22.5 
SD= U.8 



(EXPECTATIONS) 
111=39'. 7 

/ 

„ 5 

(SYMBIOSIS) 
10=16,2 

6 . 

(THREAT) 
10= it 5-* 2 



fn=39.1 
SD=18.6 



' ra=17. 3 
SD= 5.1 



nF=6l.3 
SD=16.5 , 



in=37.3 
SD=11.7 



it{=16.2 
' SD= 2.3 



'n!=52.6 
SD=12.9 



ni=3U.3 
SD=10.7 



• 10=19.2 
RD= 2.9 



"ni=5f.U 
SD=10.8- 



in=2'8,7 
SD= 7.8 



in=l\.9 
Sr>=. 2.1 



in=U/).7 
SD= 8*7 



in=22.3 
SD= 6.3 



in=lU.5 
SD= 2.7^ 



in=29.3 
SD= 5.7 



ra=30.0 
SD= 8.8 



in=l6;2 
SD= 3.3 



ra=U3.9 
SD=10.5 



Table '2 
Analysis of Variance 
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' MS . 


^ » o 


f - 


1 

(PARENTS) 


Between 
Within 


90 


527.5 
li6.1 , 


\ '- "^•^55 




2 

(COTTROL) 


Between 
Within 


5 
00 


213.5 
31.5 , 


6.70 




3 

(AFFILIATION) ' 


Bc^tween 
' Wfthin 


90 


177.3 
23.5 


"7:53 




(EXPEC^PATIONS)' 


Between 
Within 


5 

90 ^ 


. 1*09.3 
97.5 


U.20 




5. 

(SYMBIOSIS) 


Between 
Within 


5 
00 


- 35.0 
9.5 


3.79 




6 

(THREAT) 


Between 
Wit'hin 


5 


15'*6.3 
11.1 


13.02 

/ 
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r 


» 


* 

1 
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0.001 

{ 

o.noi 
6.001 

0.001 

0.01 

0.001 



